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A preferred vision for administering elementary schools : a reflective essay
Abstract
A balance between all academic standards will create an effective leader striving to provide a safe and
educationally rich learning environment for all children. An administrator must be clear in the set of
beliefs they plan to practice.
My professional vision is to utilize my leadership style to create a school climate where the worth of all
children is recognized and all children will be included in the classroom to the maximum extent possible.
These children will grow to be socially responsible individuals capable of functioning successfully in the
world around them to the best of their abilities. The overwhelming responsibilities associated with this
task are capable of being accomplished when led by an effective team leader.
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The tears began to stream down her face as theiman sat across from her
explaining so eloquently why her hopes were not possible. The woman sat
solemnly in the chair and began to realize her dreams could easily fade away.
The road had not been easy and she could sense the battle was not about to be
over. It seemed that the battles already fought were being lost all over again.
What could be done, had all been lost by this one single meeting? However, what
was yet to come would not shatter her dreams. These were not only her dreams,
but the dreams that every parent has for every child. What was yet to come made
these dreams even stronger.
The woman in the story is not someone fictional or someone I observed.
The woman in the story was me. It was me as I continued my fight for the
education ofmy child. My daughter's education was in jeopardy due to one
person, the building principal. As I walked out of the meeting, my hopes and
dreams for my child did not fade away. This meeting only intensified my fight
for what my daughter was entitled to. It also intensified my fight for all children.
This experience made me stronger. It made me fight for not only my
child, but for children everywhere who are not receiving the education they are
entitled to. I knew at that moment I would not be the woman sobbing solemnly in
the chair anymore, but I would be the person behind the desk.

2

Every child is entitled to a free and appropriate education (Bartlett,
Weisenstein, and Etscheidt, 2002). To obtain this free and appropriate education
should not be a battle, but the right and privilege of every student. I firmly
believe we as a society are required to provide the best education possible to all of
our children. This education is where all children are welcomed and celebrated.
"We all begin school as strangers. Some children never learn to feel at home, to
feel they really belong. They are not made welcome enough" (Paley, 1992, pg.
103). My dream as an educational administrator is to open the doors of education
for all students and create a welcoming atmosphere of learning where students, as
well as parents, teachers, and community members feel included and valued.
An educational leader is at the heart of any school. They can operate in
two very different ways, effectively or ineffectively. It is an effective leader who
will guide the school to the highest level of success based upon his or her personal
beliefs and philosophies. It is these beliefs and philosophies that will determine
the course of action an individual will take and how he or she will function at the
administrative level. Effective or ineffective leadership will be determined by
these actions.
Snowden and Gorton defined an effective leader as honest, forwardlooking, inspirational and competent (2002). These are essential leadership
characteristics providing the foundation for my administrative platform. I plan on
utilizing these skills in building a framework where teachers, students, and

3

parents expect nothing less than the best from each of its members, including the
administrator.
By utilizing the Iowa Standards for School Leaders as a framework, I plan
to be this administrator. In the book Effort and Excellence in the Classroom, the
principal at Ridgecrest Elementary is described as giving 110% effort. She knows
it and .she shows it. She shows it by giving nothing less than her best (Corbett,
Wilson, and Williams, 2002). These standards will guide my leadership and
provide me a basis on which to perform a multitude of roles to this exemplary
performance level.
Visionary Leadership
The ISSL Standard one states that, "A school administrator is an
educational leader who promotes the success of all students by facilitating the
development, articulation, implementation, and stewardship of a vision of
learning that is shared and supported by the school community" (Iowa
Department of Education, 2004). Standard one considers visionary leadership
essential for school improvement to positively impact student learning.
The most important thing a leader can do for a school is to have a vision
(Peterson and Deal, 2002). Creating a vision begins with establishing a learning
community. Vision grows out of opportunities to communicate with each other
and this communication must occur through various mediums (Peterson and Deal,
2002). It involves communicating information as well as being a good listener.
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At the heart of many problems are communication failures (Snowden and Gorton,
1998).
Having a vision is the easy part. Reaching the vision successfully is the
difficult part. Change is highly complex, multivariate, and dynamic. It is a
process, not an event (Hall and Hord, 2001). Teachers and students have
difficulty accepting change. They are human beings who have developed way of
thinking about themselves and have learned certain ways of doing things
throughout their years in our school system (Teel and Parecki, 2001). According
to Liz Crowley, principal at Dr. Walter Cunningham School for Excellence, if you
want to implement change you must do it gradually and provide all the necessary
support and resources. Otherwise you will be met with opposition (personal
communication, October 2001).
A school leader must gain support of the staff as well as students and
parents. They must share a need for a change. The school must then view itself
as a community capable of change. Collaboratively a vision is then created with
varying inputs. In the journal article, "The Art of Fellowship," it discusses that to
be an effective leader you must be an effective follower. Committed followers
achieve the key goals set by visionary leaders (Kleinsmith and Everts-Rogers,
2000).
Many times a vision can meet roadblocks. Even with these stumbling
blocks, a visionary leader keeps their eyes on the final goal. If administrators do
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not continue to support it, the change effort will die. Administrator leadership is
essential to long-term success (Hall and Hord, 2001). One very successful
example of this visionary leadership is evident at Dr. Walter Cunningham School
for Excellence. The administrator, Mrs. Liz Crowley, was the cornerstone of its
development. Without her persistence, determination, and vision, the school
would not have pioneered the innovated ideas that it has. This has included a
year-round calendar and school uniforms, the first in the Waterloo School
District.
.Change requires consistency and personal commitment and active
involvement in learning. This learning must be reflective. It means looking back
on what you do and what needs improvement. School leaders guide their vision
with data and gather information from staff, students, community members,
parents, observations, and previous records. You learn and experiment and are
held accountable for results. In this reflection, you shape the future (Cunningham
and Cordeiro, 2000)
Instructional Leadership
ISSL Standard 2 focuses on the implementation of the vision of learning.
It states, "A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the
success of all students by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture
and instructional program conducive to school learning and staff professional
growth" (Iowa Department of Education, 2004).
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Instructional leaders must first have an extensive knowledge base about
curriculum and instruction. Tuey must be well-versed in all areas of education,
including curriculum, evaluation, assessment, and technology. They must also be
aware of new and innovative ideas and be open to the feasibility of using them.
Knowledge of students' development and the diversity of student learning are
acknowledged and accepted atld therefore a philosophy that all students will is the
school's highest priority
Instructional leaders offer a safe and nurturing atmosphere where all
students are welcomed. They offer professional development for staff and stress
the importance of providing a variety of learning strategies for the varying
learning styles of children. They "create, nurture, and sustain healthy teaching
and learning environments for teachers as well as students (Cunningham and
Cordeiro, 2000). High emphasis is placed upon students' learning and they value
the fact that students are the future and need to be contributing members of
society.

An instructional leader facilitates a life-long learning process. He or she
allows adjustments so all students succeed. The exemplary principal adapts and
flexes instruction to meet the needs of students (Payne, 2001 ). These expectations
of adaptability and flexibility are also carried over into staff expectations.
Instruction is emphasized as most important and if barriers exist to this success,
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they are identified and addressed. This flexibility allows for guided success
among all students. All success is then recognized and celebrated.
The principal' s primary role is to model and support the learning of others.
They are coaches and·facilitators who help students, teachers, and other staff
und~rstand the mental models and basic assumptions about teaching and learning
(Cunningham and Cordeiro, 2000). The leadership and professional practices of
school leaders and educators is the main influence on student achievement, not
demographics, which is many times assumed to be (Reeves, 2001).
With the No Child Left Behind legislation, a large emphasis has been
placed upon not only instruction, but how to improve this instruction. Inadequate
instructional practices may be the source of the gap between student scores and
not student inadequacies (Corbett, Wilson and Williams, 2002). Focus is placed
on student achievement and how to better it. In order to do this we need to
rethink our instruction and instructional arrangements (Payne, 2001 ). The finger
on how to improve this instruction has been pointed primarily at the instructional
leader of a school, the administrator.
For improvement, "One cannot expect different results if one persists in
doing the same thing" (Reeves, 2001 ), therefore change of some nature is
expected if our primary goal is an academically effective school. An
academically effective school is distinguished by its culture. It is "a structure,
process, and climate of values and norms that channel staff and students in the
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direction of successful teaching and learning" (Snowden and Gorton, 1998, pg.
116).
Organizational Leadership
ISSL Standard three states that, "A school administrator is an educational
leader who promotes the success of all students by ensuring management of the
organization, operations, and resources for a safe, efficient, and effective learning
environment (Iowa Department of Education, 2004). An organizational leader is
fundamentally strong in maintaining and improving the operations, safety, and
security of the building. He or she understands the.legal implications of operating
a school and abide by safety regulations imperative to a safe school.
In the article, "Leadership Skills in School and Business," a comparison is
made between business leaders and educational leaders (Strong, 1998). It
describes three desirable skills as key organizational leadership concepts and
themes. Technical, conceptual, and human skills are designated as essential for
exemplary organizational leadership. Technical skills would be defined as
specialized knowledge of tools and techniques. Conceptual knowledge is referred
as intelligence and judgment or in other words being able to see the big picture.
And finally human skills are being able to work with and through others. You
want a concern for the task, but also a concern for people. A balance between the
two must exist (Cunningham and Cordeiro, 2000).
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A school is more than a building and its procedural operations. Yes these
functions are important in administering a school, but they do not create the
academically effective school. A school, like an individual, has a heart. It has a
soul. The soul is its culture. Knowledge of the heart and soul, the culture, will
ensure success.
"The unwritten rules and assumptions, the combination of rituals and
traditions, the array of symbols and artifacts, the special language and phrasing
that staff and students use, and the expectations for change and learning that
saturate the schools world" is culture (Peterson and Deal, 2002, pg. 6). Culture
sharpens focus, builds commitment, and enhances school effectiveness and
productivity (Peterson and Deal, 2002).
Leadership has a powerful influence on the emerging cultural patterns
(Peterson and Deal, 2002). Leaders must shape and nourish this culture.
Administrators overcome negativity and support positive cultural elements and
staff members to create a "set of rituals and folkways and moral code that shapes
behavior and relationships" (Peterson and Deal, 2002, p. 8) among staff and
students. Organizational leaders empower teachers to make them more
professional and improve their performance (Snowden and Gorton, 1998) and
adapt the school to students rather that forcing them to adapt to narrowly defined
academic behavior and performance (Corbett, Wilson, and Williams, 2002).
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Collaborative Leadership
Collaborative leadership is represented by ISSL Standard Four. It states,
"A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the success of all
students by collaborating with families and community members, responding to
diverse community interests and needs, and mobilizing community resources"
(Iowa Department of Education, 2004).
Collaborative leaders collaborate. They understand that school leadership
should not be limited to one individual (Snowden and Gorton, 1998).
Collaboration involves empowering parents, students, and staff to work together
towards the increased performance effectiveness of the school (Snowden and
Gorton, 1998). As a part of this empowered group, everyone feels significant
because they are all contributing. Leaders model behavior that values the learning
and competence of the group, and the work is viewed as exciting (Snowden and
Gorton, 1998). Collaborative leaders understand that the school is an integral part
of the larger community. They are knowledgeable about the community and its
resources. They successfully use marketing strategies to attract these resources.
Understanding the complex diversity that exists in a school is imperative
for effective collaboration. Administrators value this and implement it into key
programs to ensure success. Effective diversity uses differences to gain a large
information base. The base is then used to create programs and solve problems.
In the article, The Problem with Power," author C. Cryss Brunner discusses
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society's expectations for educational leaders to be "in control" of their district.
Yet at the same time there is a reform agenda expecting shared decision-making
/

,)

(1999). Everyone is capable of making decisions. Include everyone in the
collaborative talk and decision-making. Create a climate where decisions are not
made quickly; information is shared to make an informed decision; and other's
opinions are accepted. If shared decision-making does not occur, an
administrator's power could easily be mistaken for dominance
In Elliot Aronson's book, Nobody Left to Hate, he discusses the jigsaw
classroom. This is a specific type of group learning experience that requires
everyone's cooperative effort to produce the final product (2000). This
collaboration idea designed for the classroom can also be highly successful when
working with staff, parents, and the community. "The jigsaw approach
encourages listening, engagement, and empathy by giving each member of the
group an essential part to play in the academic activity" (Aronson, 2000, pg. 137).
We must pay attention to each person, try to understand him or her, and good
things will emerge. The key aspect is that the group is striving together toward a
common goal.
Two key figures in a school are often overlooked as viable collaborative
partners, the parents and the students. "Only a parent provides the emotional
security and strength of character that builds the child who is confident, capable
and empowered" (Reeves, 2001, pg. 70). Knowing that only parents can provide
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this security and strength, shouldn't parents become one of our most valuable
partners in the education of children? If it is exercised, parent,power can be great
(Reeves, 2001). Students are often always overlooked as possible candidates for
leadership collaboration. However, "students can directly provide us with many
of the answers we are looking for if we just give them the opportunity to express
themselves, and we listen" (Teel and Parecki, 2001, pg. 49).
Ethical Leadership
Standard fives states that, "A school administrator is an educational leader
who promotes the success of all students by acting• with integrity, fairness, and in
an ethical manner (Iowa Department of Education, 2004). Standard five focuses
on the ethical foundation of an administrator's work as an educational leader. An
ethical leader develops a professional code of ethics and utilizes it to role-model
as the building principal. He or she is knowledgeable of varying ethical
perspectives and respects them. An ethical leader looks at things from varying
perspectives. He or she addresses issues of educational equity, opportunities of
resources, emotional and physical security, and health and social environment
(Cunningham and Cordeiro, 2000). He or she models the ethics of caring and
authenticity.
An ethical leader uses his or her ethical perspective in decision-making
and puts aside biases when making important decisions for the good of the school,
students, staff, and families. The creation of a caring school community where
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individuals are respected and offered a free, quality education is expected of an
ethical leader. In the article by Sandra Parks, "Reducing the Effects of Racism in
Schools," the author talks about an equitable education ensuring that all students
"experience challenging instruction that supports their personal, academic, and
professional growth" (1999, pg. 15). As administrators, ensuring this experience
is what we should all strive to do. We must create a climate in which all students
have standards, clear and fair guidelines and expectations (Reeves, 2001).
Colleges are even beginning to offer classes specifically designed to
prepare educational leaders to deal with equity issues as demographics in the
United States change. "Educators must consider their roles being delineated by
basic morals and ethical imperatives" (Czaja and Lowe, para.2). Administrators
and their behaviors are placed upon a pedestal to be viewed by all with whom
they work. Whether they would like to be or not, administrators are held in
highest ethical regards.
School districts and school leaders must address this issue and approach
multicultural education for staff and students with clear expectations. "We can
find a way to teach students a greater compassion for and tolerance of students
who are different. We can even teach students to appreciate these differences and
to experience them as sources of joy and excitement rather than automatic triggers
for aggression and rejection" (Aronson, 2000, pg. 72).
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School climate is crucial in the lives of young people. It can foster or
hinder students' skills in interacting with others. We think children will learn to
get along merely by being thrown together at school (Aronson, 2000). As an
ethical leader, we need to ask ourselves, "Are schools doing the best they can to
develop students' character as well as their intellects? Can schools do better at
creating inclusive, caring communities with positive role models for students?"
(Aronson, 2000, pg. 88). The answer must be, "Yes!"
An administrator will need to utilize those tools best suited for the present
situation at their school (Parks, 1999). The technical aspect, instruction, has
become a top priority, but school climate should also be at the top. School
climate is what really matters and where principals need to devote much of their
time and attention (Peterson and Deal, 2002). It influences the way in which
group members perceive, think and feel about the world (Cunningham and
Cordeiro, 2000). "The organizational health of schools rests on the values,
behaviors, and attitudes of its members" (Parks, 1999, pg. 16).
Political Leadership
The ISSL states that, "A school administrator is an educational leader who
promotes the success of all students by understanding, responding to, and
influencing the larger political, social, economic, legal, and cultural context (Iowa
Department of Education, 2004). ISSL Standard six involves understanding the
context of the school, community, state, and nation and how to shape that context

15

for the good of students and their families involved in the public school system.
A political administrator understands the political set-up of the district and uses
this in a constructive manner. He or she possesses knowledge of the law of the
American school system and actively protects the rights of our students using this
law. Actively advocating policies and policy-making are imperative to providing
quality education for students. It is important to keep in check with the political
system and the laws that govern the educational system. Policy analysis can be
done by interacting with diverse members of the community and keeping lines of
communication open.
Author Paul Houston quotes Horace Mann so eloquently in saying, "The
most important task facing educators is to educate all children to be productive
citizens" (1997, para. 1). We cannot merely be political leaders, but moral
leaders. Education is part of a system, a political system. We as political leaders
must advocate for the education of all children within the means of the current
educational system. We must also advocate for change within this system for the
accommodation of all children.
Special education requirements may provide many obstacles for an
administrator. In the mid 1970's many laws were enacted to open up many more
possibilities for the education of children with disabilities. However, many
teachers and administrators were not trained to work with students with
disabilities (Bartlett, Weisenstein, and Etscheidt, 2002). It is important that
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administrators stay abreast with the political implications of special education
laws in order to be of service to families and teachers when working with not only
special education students, but all students.
Conclusion
A balance between all academic standards will create an effective leader
striving to provide a safe and educationally rich learning environment for all
children. An administrator must be clear in the set of beliefs they plan to practice.
"Leadership style guides the action and interaction of the work group, serving as a
catalyst for achievement while bringing together diverse people within an
organization for a common good" (Cunningham and Cordeiro, 2000, pg. 191).
The leadership style of the administrator will be the determining factor of which
success will be based. The relationships they create, being positive or negative,

will make a great deal of difference in what will or will not happen in the building
(Payne, 2001).
My professional vision is to utilize my leadership style to create a school
climate where the worth of all children is recognized and all children will be
included in the classroom to the maximum extent possible. These children will
grow to be socially responsible individuals capable of functioning successfully in
the world around them to the best of their abilities. The overwhelming
responsibilities associated with this task are capable of being accomplished when
led by an effective team leader.
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Four traits of a good leader were recently published in the "EduVoice" by
the Waterloo Community Schools. These are four traits I firmly believe will
guide any leader to effectiveness among their peers. The first trait was to not
push too much. Encouraging your team members to do more is important, but
know when it's too much. Tempers, moodiness, and sarcasm can be key
identifying factors that you are pushing too hard. Secondly, exhibit good values.
When you are trustworthy and committed, your example will be followed.
Thirdly, roll up your sleeves. Others will respect you more when you show
willingness to work with them. Never be afraid.to do what it takes to get the job
done. And finally, serve others. One of the most powerful phrases is "How may I
help you?" By helping your team reach success, you'll have reached it as well.
The role of the administrator has changed dramatically over the past
decade. I remember as a child never seeing the principal except when I went to
the office to buy a lunch ticket. He sat behind a desk and seemed to be on the
phone a lot. There was not much talk around about their effective management
style or whether the percent of students proficient was increasing. However,
administrators are now held responsible to not only parents, students, and
teachers, but colleagues, community organizations, school boards, and the central
office (Snowden and Gorton, 1998).
This role seems like an overwhelming, almost impossible task. My
passion fueled by my experiences with my own child encourages me to reach for
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this dream. This dream is not only my dream, but the dream every parent has for
their child. Whether actively or passively involved, parents want their children to
succeed. My leadership style as previously outlined will be the fundamental
structure in achieving this.
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